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[Editorial note: CAU reproduces below excerpts from an article titled, "The Birth of An Anti-Contra
Movement in Honduras," by William I. Robinson, published recently in the Central American
information bulletin of the Agencia Nueva Nicaragua (ANN), Managua. Lead articles of the bulletin
are made available to Peacenet, a computer conference system based in Palo Alto, California.
ANN is an international news agency founded by Nicaraguan journalists shortly after the 1979
revolution. Annual subscriptions to the ANN news bulletin are available for $30, by writing to ANN,
Departamento de Desarrollo, Apartado 435, Managua, Nicaragua.] According to Robinson, the
presence of the Nicaraguan contras in Honduran territory is causing increasing social and political
unrest. Unable to advance militarily or build a social base within Nicaragua, this "army without
a nation" has become a permanent occupation force in Honduras. In the words of former Labor
Minister and prominent newspaper columnist, Guatama Fonseca, "The Honduran people are
reaching the end of their rope. The government is headed for crisis if those people don't leave."
Until recently, talk of the contras in Honduras was taboo, and those opposing their presence were
labeled, "Sandinista sympathizers." At present, however, traditionally conservative sectors are
joining with popular forces in building an anti-contra movement, grounded on the concept of
reinforcing national sovereignty. In fact, the possibility of peaceful coexistence with Nicaragua
has become part of Honduran political discourse. The government of President Jose Azcona Hoyo
can no longer squelch popular opposition to the contra presence. On March 5, 20,000 Hondurans
participated in a demonstration calling for the contras' expulsion, marking the most militant
expression of repudiation of their presence to date. The Honduran role as host for the contras is
no longer a profitable one. For years the contras had been able to secure a firm base of support
within Honduras through a combination of US pressure, huge payoffs to the military and the
government, lucrative business deals, repression of opponents, and the expectation of an eventual
contra victory in Nicaragua. In the past two years the implications of the contras' "strategic defeat"
have become apparent. No one believes any longer that they have a future inside Nicaragua.
Consequently, many Hondurans are concerned about the "disposal problem," or what to do with
a well-armed mercenary army which specializes in pillage. Anti-war sentiment is also growing,
result of the fear that the contras' failure will lead to direct US invasion of Nicaragua. The Irancontragate scandal, alongside Democrat control of the US Congress, sent political shock waves
through Honduras. Government officials are now entertaining serious doubts over the future of
the Reagan administration's policy toward Central America and the wisdom of blindly submitting
to Washington's directives. Honduran military officers and politicians who formerly collaborated
with the contras, are now fearful of implication in new scandals. National Party member Manuel
Acosta Bonilla, former Treasury Minister, told ANN that the contras "are no longer a profitable
business. They're too risky, and no one believes they can win. Who wants to stick with the losers?"
The damage wreaked by the contras is now well-known. The mercenary army has occupied 500
square kilometers in the border department of El Paraiso. Some 40,000 Hondurans were forced
to abandon their homes and farms. Economic activities in the area have been brought to a virtual
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standstill, and losses run into the millions of dollars. The contras are also accused of a variety of
undesirable practices, including violent crimes, promoting prostitution, corruption, and illegal
business ventures. Last October, ruling Liberal Party member Nicolas Cruz Torres, introduced a
bill in the national congress calling for the contras' expulsion and resettlement in the United States.
The bill also specified that the government pursue a policy of peaceful coexistence with Nicaragua.
In Tegucigalpa, Cruz told ANN that "logic and common sense tell us that the contras aren't going
to win in Nicaragua, not with another $100 million or even more. The country cannot absorb those
people. In addition, they are heavily armed and the only thing they know how to do is pull a
trigger." The country's three labor federations, representing more than 225,000 organized workers,
have joined in the call for expelling the contras. Next, the Coordinating Committee of Popular
Organizations, which brings together some two dozen professional, student, labor, peace, peasant,
human rights, and women's groups, was the driving force behind the March 5 demonstration in the
capital. A growing number of private businesspeople are also joining the anti-contra movement.
The threat of war and political instability brought by the contras have led to capital flight estimated
at about $3.5 billion since 1980, and a virtual end to new investment. An increasing number of
businesspeople recognize that the economic situation will not improve as long as the contras remain
in Honduras. According to Cruz Torres, himself a successful businessman, damage to long-term
interests of private enterprise are outstripping any immediate benefits of doing business with
the contras. Because the Honduran government does not officially recognize the presence of the
contras in national territory, they are not subject to national law. Thus, the contras have established
numerous business enterprises in Tegucigalpa and other cities, but pay no taxes. Morever, given
their access to US dollars, they have an additional advantage over national entrepreneurs. As a
result, Honduran business owners are becoming irritated with what they perceive to be unfair
advantages enjoyed by the contras. A Tegucigalpa businessman, who requested anonymity, told
ANN that Cruz Torres is not acting alone in attempting to pass new legislation: "Many of us (private
entrepreneurs) support him without showing our faces." Both traditional political parties, the
Liberal and National parties (PLH and PNH) have not yet assumed official positions on the issue. In
fact, the PLH publicly censured Cruz Torres' initiative. However, politicians from both parties told
ANN that the bill enjoys broad support within the congress, and that it will be debated before the
next legislative recess in May. Next, many army officers are now unhappy with the contra presence.
Cruz Torres said, "I know for a fact that the officers of the Superior Council of the Armed Forces
are fed up with the situation. For tactical reasons they will not speak publicly on the issue, but I do
know that internally this is a problem that is constantly debated. They are uncomfortable, tired of
carrying this burden." When asked what will happen if Azcona vetoes a congressional bill to expel
the contras from the country, Cruz Torres said, "He would have to think twice before vetoing the
bill, because he would turn the whole country against him. It may well bring down his government."
For some Honduran military officers, the contras are an irritant because they enjoy more privileges
than most members of the Honduran Army officer corps, such as higher pay and greater favor by
Washington. Honduran officers have begun to recognize that they cannot control the mercenary
army, and feel insulted by what they perceive as third-wheel status in their own country: first
comes the US military, next the contras, and last the Honduran military. The Azcona administration
is caught between wanting to wash its hands of the contras and constant US pressure. Roberto
Suazo Tome, head of the Central America desk at the Foreign Ministry, told ANN that the contra
presence in Honduras is "a US decision, not our decision. We'are not about to fight with the gringos
over it." When asked if such assertion means that the Honduran government cannot stand up to
US pressures, and exercise sovereign rights in its own national territory, Suazo Tome responded,
©2011 The University of New Mexico,
Latin American & Iberian Institute.
All rights reserved.

Page 2 of 3

LADB Article Id: 076890
ISSN: 1089-1560

"Maybe you don't understand our position. We have never accepted the contras. We don't keep
them here, the US government does. It is a de facto situation." "...If the US government continues
aiding the contras, they are not going to go. We're not going to fight with the contras or with the
Americans over it."

-- End --
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